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	1. Chapter 1

Prologue

Merida was only sixteen when she accidentally had her mother changed into a she-bear. It was that same year (that same day in fact) that she also changed the tradition of her clan, Clan DunBroch. Instead of suitors completing a challenge to win her hand in marriage (and therefore, the entire kingdom), she decreed that she, and all future generations, should have the choice of finding love, and not be forced to marry a suitor because he was a champion. The suitors from Clans Macintosh, Dingwall, and MacGiffun all agreed with Merida, and after a heart-felt fairwell, the clans went back to their own lands. Later, Merida was informed that each of the suitors would spend two months out of the year at castle DunBroch, until her 21st birthday, when she was required to choose from the suitors. During such time, Merida is to spend each day with the suitor, and get to know him.

For over four years, Merida spent half the year with the suitors, getting to know them. Now, on the eve of her 21st birthday, she still didn't know who to choose.

Barclay MacGuffin was a gentle giant, who had a fondness for meadows and streams. He was content to just wander in the fields all day, and come home with an armful of wild flowers. Merida could barely understand him, and if, for any reason, they were to go to war, Barclay, though strong, was too gentle to fight. Merida had an urge to protect him as an older sister would protect her younger brother.

Colin Dingwall, who prefered to be called Wee Dingwall, annoyed Merida. He didn't do anything, and when he did, he nearly always made a mess of things. He would just sit in front of the fireplace all day, staring off into space. The only time he ever did anything was when Merida suggested it, and then he usually gave up shortly afterwards.

Laird MacIntosh was the only one, Merida found, that could keep pace with her. He would hunt with her, ride beside her, practice sparring with her. She would've liked him, had it not been for his temper. While she enjoyed his competitive nature, if she bested him in anything (which was often), he would yell until his anger ran out.

During the years before her 21st birthday, the suitors would spend their months at DunBroch separately, with two months between a visit of the suitors. Now that is was the year she was to choose, the suitors were to spend the entire year with her, from the night before her 20th birthday, when they arrived, until she chose one of them by her 21st birthday. Feeling lost, Merida oft spent as much time as she could alone, thinking of her future and what was to come.


	2. Chapter 2

Chapter One

One Month Before Merida's Birthday

Merida awoke early, her wild scarlet hair in a mass of chaotic curls around her face. She threw aside her thick quilt and sprang to the window, excited about the day's adventure ahead. That is, until she pulled back her curtains and saw the massive thunderstorm raging outside. The sky was a dark, slate gray. Lightning was the only thing that would briefly illuminate the ominous sky. Thunder quickly followed each bolt of lightning, the drumming echoing across the land.

Merida sighed, letting the curtains fall back into place as she stepped away. 'So much for escaping Wee Dingwall, Laird, and Barclay today,' she thought, moving to her wardrobe. She grumbled as she pulled out a dark violet gown. Tossing the gown onto her unmade bed, she walked over to her dressing table and filled a large, deep basin with warm water. Taking a deep breath, she plunged her head under the water, thoroughly soaking her hair. Gasping for air, she resurfaced and quickly dried her face. While her hair was still wet, she combed through it, untangling the unruly locks. She then braided it into a thick rope that fell past her hips. Once her hair dried enough, she changed into her gown. Since she wasn't going to be venturing out into the storm, she slipped on a pair of flimsy matching slippers.

As she was leaving her room, she literally ran into Laird MacIntosh. Over the past few years, he'd grown from an image-obsessed youth to a handsome young man. Out of the three suitors, Merida liked Laird the most.

"Watch where you're going, lass," he snapped as they almost fell.

'If only it weren't for his temper,' Merida sighed. It was when she felt his hands tighten that she realized he was still holding onto her. One of his strong hands rested on her hip, the other on her shoulder, holding her steady. His eyes, such an intense sky-blue, held her gaze as she rested her hands on his chest, which was partially bare. Her cheeks heated suddenly, and she pulled away, her back almost slamming against her bedroom door.

"My apologies, Laird," she said, edging sideways to get from in front of him.

She hurried down the stairs, heading towards the dining hall for breakfast. She had almost made it when her mother called to her from the study. Sighing and trying to ignore her growling stomach, Merida turned and walked into the room, seeing her mother sitting over by the fireplace.

"I need to know, Merida," Elinor began, looking at her daughter seriously. "Have you chosen?"

Merida resisted the urge to groan. 'Not this again,' she thought, rolling her eyes. "No, mother, I have not," she said through gritted teeth.

"Do you have an incling towards one of them?" Elinor persisted.

"Mum!" Merida snapped. "Once I decide, I'll tell you!" With that, she darted from the room.

No longer hungry, nor caring about the storm, Merida slipped into the kitchen, snatching a pair of riding boots from the broom closet. She fastened her old hooded cloak around her shoulders and hurried to the stables. She took no time to saddle Angus, and soon she was riding into the storm, her hood pulled low as the rain soaked through her cloak and dress.

'I am so sick of hearing about this marriage!' she thought furiously. 'I know I only have a few days left, but let me choose on my own!'

Merida slowed Angus to a walk as they entered the forrest. Thankfully, the trees gave them a little more shelter from the rain. She sighed, letting her head hang as her horse walked steadily. "What am I going to do, Angus?" she asked aloud.

Suddenly, something large dropped from the trees, landing squarely across Merida's lap. She screamed, falling sideways off Angus. The thing fell with her, pinning her legs, as the horse pranced around nervously. Merida was struggled to free her legs when the thing groaned. She stopped moving, realizing that the thing was a person. "Are you all right?" she asked, nudging it. She got no response. Biting her bottom lip, she rolled the person over.

It was a young man. His hair color was black. 'It would be lighter if not drenched,' she thought. He was pale, though his cheeks were a slight pink. 'He is running a fever,' she realized.

She struggled to get her legs out from under him, mud clinging to her clothes. "All right, now to get you on the horse," she mumbled. Sighing, she set to work, trying to lift the man's dead weight. She struggled for a few minutes before she realized it was useless. Groaning, she slumped against a tree. She stared at the man, thunder booming across the sky.

"I've got it!" she said, jumping up. She hurried to gather fallen tree limbs, piling them next to Angus. Once she had enough, she began shredding her cloak into long strips, lashing the limbs together. Then she tied two long limbs on either side of Angus's saddle. When her makeshift carrier was done, she rolled the man onto it.

"Oh, I hope this holds until we get back home," she whispered as she picked up Angus's reins and began walking next to him, keeping an eye on the litter with the man on it. Each time they went over unearthed tree roots or rocks, Merida winced, keeping a close eye on her rescuee.

It took longer than usual to get home because she had to go slow and had to occasionally take a different route. Once she finally was in the castle gate, she called to her father and her suitors.

"Oi, I need help down here!" she yelled, unhooking the litter from the saddle and letting Angus go on his own; she knew he'd go to his stall. She moved to kneel next to the man, brushing his soaked hair from his face.

At her touch, he stirred, and opened his green eyes, slowly focusing on her face. He smiled weakly. Merida could feel the heat radiating off him. She glanced up at the sound of feet sloshing through mud, and she saw her father, Barclay, and Laird rushing out to her. She looked back down at the man. She shook him gently to get him to open his eyes again. "What is your name?" she asked him, touching his cheek again. He didn't answer, only closing his eyes again. She shook harder. "Your name!" she demanded, struggling to keep him conscious.

He groaned, wincing briefly and opening one eye. "Hiccup," he said weakly, his voice hoarse. Before she could do anything else, he closed his eyes and drifted quickly into unconsciousness.


End file.
